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Introduction
Japan is a country with which America has a significant political, economic and
military relationship. The two countries also have engaged in trade disputes for more than
two decades and at the heart of these are deep differences regarding how societies and
economies should operate. It seems likely that many Japanese attitudes regarding
innovation, national solidarity and adherence to established norms originate in earliest
childhood. Because preschool education is a nearly universal experience for Japanese, it is
useful to examine what occurs in Japanese preschools to shape these attitudes. As of 1992,
more than ninety percent of Japanese preschool-aged children attended at least two years of
preschool education.1 Clearly, Japanese preschool education touches the lives of most
Japanese. At such an impressionable age, it is a crucial life experience. The anthropologist
Thomas Rohlen makes the important point that, although it may be difficult to determine
precisely the exact relationship of childhood experiences to adult behavior, still, just as the
adult leaders of Japan were shaped in some way by their early educations, so the children
of today are being shaped by the educations they are now receiving.2 Rohlen points out
that many more Japanese will come into contact with the early childhood education system
in Japan than will ever attend a university or join a labor union.3 Thus, social scientists
who study Japan would benefit from studying the earliest lessons a Japanese child learns.4
In this paper, I will examine the paramount goal of preschool education in Japan:
the inculcation in young children of the idea that the interests of the group take precedence
over those of the individual. From her first days in preschool, a child learns that her2
desires must be subordinated to the needs of the group. American scholars have identified
this goal, but they have not examined fully the implications of this stress on conformity. I
will discuss the background of the group ethos emphasis of Japanese early childhood
education and delineate some of its effects on Japanese mothers and children. Further, I
will examine the policies of the Japanese government, at various levels, regarding Japanese
early childhood education and attempt to suggest linkages between the political and
educational spheres in Japan.
Notes
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The Group Ethos in Japanese Early Childhood Education:
Definition and Discussion
The purpose of this paper is to discuss the fundamental goal of the adult actors
involved in the early childhood sphere in Japan (e.g., teachers, parents, civil servants).
What do I mean by the term "group ethos?" Because it is such an integral part of Japanese
early childhood pedagogy, I will now delineate the concept. In this paper, "group ethos"
refers to the concept in Japanese society and in Japanese early education, in particular, that
people must function in such a way as to put the interests of the group above their own
specific, individual desires and to learn to develop as individuals through their interactions
with groups. In Japan, a person's individuality tends to be measured and shaped, toa
large extent, by how that person interacts with his peers on a much more consistent basis
than is true of Western societies, in which individual initiative and enterprise is developed,
sometimes at the expense of social harmony and equity. Harmony, fostered by a
persistent stress on the well-being of the group, is an important element of Japanese
society. The discord that sometimes can result from a too great assertion of individual
ambition and desires is discouraged in Japan. As will be seen later in this paper, Japanese
parents want their children to learn to get along with other children and to function well in
groups.5 School is seen as the place where children make the break from what the
Japanese call the amae (variously translated as "indulgence" or "dependence") of home to
the harsh demands of life which, perforce, involve interaction with one's peers.6 Because
Japanese culture is so group-oriented, Japanese parents want their children to learn to
develop within and through their experiences of the group life of preschool.7 They want
their children to learn to function within groups and develop into the kinds of individuals
who thrive in social settings and who can cooperate with others without being crushed by4
the demands of group life. According to Joy Hendry, author ofone of the pioneering
studies of Japanese early childhood education, Japanese parents want teachers to enable
their children to develop as individuals via interactions with theirpeers and to learn to
contribute as individuals to the group harmony which benefits them bothas individuals and
as members of the collective whole.8
The importance that Japanese adults place on inculcating in children respect for the
group and of a high level of ease in group settings is demonstrated by a comparative study
by three scholars who surveyed American, Chinese and Japanese parents. Chinese parents
tended to value preschool education as a way of giving children a solid grounding in
academic instruction. American parents saw preschool as a place where children could
have fun and develop a sense of independence. Japanese parents overwhelmingly
responded that preschool was a place for children to learn to function in groups.9 Japanese
adults do not see the constant emphasis on the well-being of the groupas inimical to the
needs of individuality, but as a way for children to express their own individuality. This
concept is difficult to understand, as I can attest to from my own experience as a preschool
teacher in Japan. What I saw as fairly constant suppression by my Japanese colleagues of
the creativity and individuality of the children I worked with, my Japanese colleagues
almost certainly considered a necessary way for children to learn that they as individuals
could best blossom through acting in such a way as to benefit others. For instance, I
often sat down and if approached by a little girl named Mai with a book, let her read her
book aloud to me while I commented in English (which she did not understand but at least
showed interest in her ability to read aloud). I never saw Japanese teachers let children read
to them. When books were utilized, the teachers read to children assembled in a large
group and did not encourage children to make individual comments on the story.
According to my American background of individualism, it was important to let Mai tell5
me a story and show her capacity for the skill of reading. For my Japanese colleagues, this
probably was an inappropriate way for a teacher to act in a Japanese school. Teachersare
not expected to encourage the kind of close, intimate relationships between adults and
children which should, in Japanese eyes, exist solely at home.10 By letting Mai takea few
minutes to show a teacher something she could do well, I was simultaneously removing
her from her peers where she should have been learning to function as an individual ina
group. This concept of children developing their own sense of self via interactions with
others was a constant source of puzzlement for me in my work in Japan and is a matter
much discussed in the literature on Japanese early childhood education.11
Because later in this paper I will attempt to draw connections between teaching
practices in Japanese early childhood educational settings and Japanese political culture, it is
useful here to note the seemingly contradictory mix of hierarchical practices and democratic
ones in Japanese preschool settings. Preschool teachers in Japan are granted much leeway
by parents to direct the education of young children, even to the extent of causing a great
deal of anxiety among some mothers who may not agree with a particular teacher's
methods but who do not feel sanctioned to protest, so strong is a teacher's prestige in
Japanese society.12 Conversely, though teachers do have a definite place in the hierarchy
of Japanese society, they also, in their teaching, frequently refrain from asserting their
authority, in order to foster the sense of egalitarianism that is also a prominent feature of
Japanese preschool education.13 When squabbles arise among children, Japanese teachers
often deliberately and pointedly refrain from interfering, in order to allow the children to
resolve the disputes among themselves. This is part of the group ethos, in that childrenare
encouraged to work things out in a form of democratic consensus seeking.14 One
characteristic Japanese way of combining the democratic and hierarchical principles that are
both tenets of the Japanese group ethos is the system of rotating duties, in which children6
take turns acting as monitors in certain situations (e.g., lunch serving). Because the
children rotate in the duty, they learn to be both the authority and the "ruled." They learn
that those who are in charge of the group must be responsible and fair.15. Thus, in
Japanese preschools, children are given opportunities to act as leaders (e.g., in making the
most convincing arguments in children-only quarrels or in disciplining their classmates
when one child, in the temporary role of monitor, is encouraged to scold a misbehaving
peer). But the individual effort is closely connected to group norms.16
Again, it is important to emphasize that most Japanese adults believe that the
individual flourishes almost entirely through a sense of contributing to the fulfillment of
group goals. Thus, a huge amount of what happens in Japanese preschools is geared
towards communicating to children that if the group is successful, so are they. If, for
instance, they have an idea or a special talent, it is judged in relation to how it benefits the
class or the schoo1.17 Further, it is vital that scholars of Japan study the Japanese group
ethos because, as we have seen, it is not monolithic but a highly textured, occasionally
contradictory and, to Westerners, sometimes bewildering mix of near authoritarianism,
democracy in a fundamental sense and both an avenue for and a block to individuality.
Because the features of the group ethos I have outlined here are replicated on many levels
of Japanese society (e.g., clubs, corporations, bureaucracies), it behooves scholars to
examine the group ethos in its purest form: that taught to children as young as three as
they move from the sheltered amae of home to the preschool or day care center.18
Thus, in this paper, the term "group ethos" refers to the philosophy and practices in
Japanese early childhood education which hold that children must learn to function as
considerate, responsible members of their school community and that they must conduct
themselves as proper group members among other members of their community, whether
before their teachers, among a chance gathering on the playground of their peers or in the7
classroom among their own particular classmates.19 American teachers, too, believe that
children should learn to get along with their peers and children are praised when theyare
considerate towards others. But the consistent, overriding emphasison the group that is
such a notable feature of Japanese early childhood education is notseen in most American
preschools, in my own personal experience. Although Japanese teachers do not regard
some of their techniques as suppressing individuality, but developing it in a culturally
appropriate Japanese way, I will, at points in this paper, suggest that American scholars
who tout the supposed freedom of Japanese children to develop as individuals through
group activities may not be accurately reading reality in every instance.20
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Research Method
My understanding of Japanese preschool education has derived, to a large extent,
from my own experience as a preschool teacher in Japan from April 1995-April 1996. I
was hired to teach English to the children, specifically, but also functioned as a member of
the staff of teachers and assisted them with many of their duties when able to (I do not
speak, read or write Japanese, so I was limited in some ways in my attempts to participate
fully in the daily life of the school). I differ in some respects from the authors of the works
upon which I draw in this paper because I was not a professional social scientist when I
made my observations of Japanese preschool education. I worked as the first foreign
teacher in a Japanese preschool. This working relationship with a Japanese preschool
allows me to view the field from an unusual angle. Because I did not speak Japanese, I
was not able to pick up the nuances of what was said to the children. However, I was also
not seen as a scholar by my Japanese colleagues, nor was I taking notes on their actions,
videotaping them or recording what they said. Therefore, I probably was able to observe
more natural behavior than the American and British scholars who interviewed Japanese
teachers in Japanese and who recorded their doings on tape and in written form.
I worked from the first week before school opened until the last day of school. I
missed only a single day of work and so was able to spend almost an entire year with my
assigned class of three-year-old children as they moved from the opening day to the
graduation of the oldest children on the last day of school. I spent most of my day
assisting our head teacher, Yayoi-sensei ( "sensei" is teacher in Japanese) and interacting
with the children and accompanying them on outings and supervising them as they moved
through the academic year.10
I assisted a teacher of nine years' experience at our preschool, Yayoi-sensei. As an
experienced teacher, she was assigned a new teacher, Kanako- sensei, to train so that
Kanako-sensei could take charge of her own class the following year. Thus, I got a look
not only at how children are introduced to an average Japanese preschool, but also at how
Japanese teachers are socialized by their more experienced peers.
Additionally, my research method included wide reading in the literature of
Japanese preschool education, in particular, and on Japanese current events, in general, in
English language periodicals on Japan and Asian affairs. Many of these periodicals (e.g.,
The Nikkei Weekly, Japan Quarterly) feature translations into English of scholarship by
Japanese social scientists on education in Japan. I also draw on my own academic training
in the field of early childhood education and my work experience as a preschool teacher in
the US and in South Korea and as an English language teacher of adults in the People's
Republic of China.11
Setting and Discussion of the Differences Between
Day Care Centers and Kindergartens
The differences and similarities between day care centers and kindergartens in Japan
I worked in a kindergarten in a middle class neighborhood in the southern city of
Kagoshima (population approximately 500,000) on the island of Kyushu in Japan. I
worked in a kindergarten that also included an active day care program. I will here
delineate the differences between day care centers and kindergartens in Japan.
Traditionally, the two institutions have been considered distinct, but the difference is
becoming blurred as more and more Japanese women remain in the work force and utilize
whatever child care facilities and programs are open to them.21 Indeed, because the
demand for child care is so great, some women send their children to two or three different
facilities in the quest for quality child care compatible with their work schedules.22
The traditional categorization of child care facilities in Japan has been that of day
care centers (hoikuen) and kindergartens (yochien). Day care centers fall under the auspices
of the Ministry of Health and Welfare and the kindergartens under the Ministry of
Education, Science, and Culture. The most important difference between day care centers
and kindergartens in Japan is that kindergartens are usually not full-day programs, whereas
day care centers are designed to provide parents with refuges for children during the far
longer work day. Kindergartens are usually open approximately four hours a day and
frequently close for holidays or teachers' meetings or at the discretion of the owner. Day
care centers, by contrast, usually are open as close to year round as possible and provide
facilities for naps and several meals a day (only lunch is usually served at kindergartens).12
Kindergartens accept children from ages three to six, whereas day care centers accept
infants as young as six weeks old.23
According to one scholar, because kindergartens usually are less reliant on
government aid than are day care centers, their programs are more flexible and there is a
more relaxed atmosphere between parents and staff members.24 Day care centers, though,
typically have fewer children per teacher and aim at creating a more "homey" atmosphere
than the kindergartens, which are regarded by those who work in them as a more rigorous
form of schoo1.25
Further, there may be a sense of unease among day care mothers that as working
mothers they are somehow less dedicated parents because kindergarten mothers are able to
spend a great deal of time participating in school activities and putting in the many hours
required to prepare the many items Japanese kindergarten children must bring every day to
kindergarten, unlike the simpler requirements of day care centers.26
There is a feeling among child care professionals (and a sense of rivalry and
resentment, possibly, between the two sectors) that a kindergarten is fulfilling the vital aim
of teaching children to get along with others and to imbibe the group ethos so important in
Japan, whereas day care centers are an expedient, a stop gap for mothers who lack the
means (or, perhaps to some, the requisite selflessness) to send their children to
kindergartens.27
There are differences, too, in the training of staff members. Day care center
teachers usually have few professional credentials and typically have two years of post-
high school training, whereas kindergarten teachers are trained in much the same way that
those certified to teach elementary school are trained. But those who complete the full
program tend to enter the elementary schools, with its greater prestige and higher salaries,
while those who complete the shorter (two years as opposed to four) program make up13
ninety percent of the kindergarten teacher ranks.28 A problem common to both daycare
centers and kindergartens is retention of staff because most young female teachers remain
only a few years and quit upon marriage.29
There are differences in regulatory supervision between day care centers and
kindergartens as well as differences in operating methods and perceived aims. Thereare
differences, too, in the histories of day care centers and kindergartens that I will elaborate
upon in the history section of this paper.
As I indicated earlier, I believe that the distinction between day care centers and
kindergartens is growing fuzzy for several reasons. One is that as more and morewomen
work in Japan, there are fewer mothers who can devote the enormous amounts of time
required to prove themselves up to the high level of involvement expected of mothers of
kindergarten children versus the less intense commitment expected of mothers of children
enrolled in day care programs.30 Women are attempting to continue careers andso juggle
child care schedules. Still, the pressure on women to quit working entirely after having
children will ensure that kindergartens will remain an important part of the early childhood
scene in Japan for years to come.31
However, just as there are pressures on mothers to quit work and become dutiful
kindergarten mothers, there are also pressures on the operators of child care facilities to
drum up business, and this works to the advantage of those mothers who wish combine
motherhood and careers. Because there is an ever shrinking number of Japanese children,
there is also increasing competition at least in the private sector (and possibly in the large
public one as well) for these children.32 Kindergartens are increasingly offering bus
service to and from school, extra services such as after school music or English lessons or
sports activities (all of which was true at my kindergarten) and sponsoring open houses to
encourage higher enrollment.33 Also, as already mentioned, although my school was14
called a kindergarten and fell under the regulatory authority of the Ministry of Education, it
also offered all day care for around twenty children who remained after their kindergarten-
only compatriots had departed. Therefore, in my experience, the distinction between day
care and kindergarten is no longer as clear as it may have been ten or even five years ago.
Mothers want safe places for their children, and the kindergartens need income. The day
care versus kindergarten distinction is breaking down, to some extent, in Japan. That is not
to say, though, that there are not distinctions made when it comes to which bureaucracy
wants control of both the regulation and the funding of early childhood educational
institutions in Japan. The turf battles between the Ministry of Health and Welfare and the
Ministry of Education will be discussed at length in the section of this paper on
governmental involvement in early childhood education. Additionally, there is a large,
quasi-underground "unlicensed" sector which exists and which working mothers resort to
when the licensed sector is unable to meet their needs.34
The Specific Setting of the Kindergarten Where I Worked in Japan
Now that I have made clear that, although I worked in a kindergarten, I had some
contact with its day care component, I will discuss in some detail the setting of the
particular kindergarten (for that is how it identified itself to parents) where I worked.
Although Americans use the term "kindergarten" to refer to the introduction of children at
the age of five to elementary school, the Japanese use the word in its original sense
(yochien) to encompass preschool as a whole, usually from three to six, as was true at our
schoo1.35 Our school was family-owned. While I was employed there, it celebrated its
twentieth anniversary, which meant that it opened in 1976 (in the era of a major
government drive for access to preschool education for as many children as possible).3615
The staff consisted of the owner, his wife (who functioned as the school secretary), four
male bus drivers who also served as athletic coaches and general helpers, one young
woman who functioned as the accountant and who supervised the children who remained
after school for extended day care, the part-time principal, who functioned as a benevolent
figurehead and who led the daily teachers' meeting and nine female teachers. There were
also four "office ladies" who appeared periodically to help lead the children's after-school
English lessons and to assist in the many special events.
There were approximately 200 children in the school. Except for our classroom,
which was an experimental semi-bilingual one (neither of my Japanese colleagues spoke
English, and I did not speak Japanese, so it was bilingual only in the sense that I used
English with the children, and they picked up a few words of English every so often), each
of the classes of around twenty-five children was led by a single teacher. This amazed me
because in American preschools there are usually far more teachers per student than is the
case in Japan.
Our children appeared to come from middle-class families. Most of the mothers
were in their mid thirties. There was an extensive recruiting drive while I was there, but the
enrollment for the following year was disappointing, signs of Japan's low birthrate and of
the intense competition among kindergartens and day care centers for the same ever
diminishing pool of children in Japan.37
Because of the competition and the consequent need for schools to offer services
attractive to the parents of potential students, our school offered bus service to and from
school and a huge amount of each teacher's time was spent on the buses and attending
meetings regarding the intricate system of transportation.38 In addition to the after-school
music and English lessons already mentioned, the school offered a soccer club and a
special karate class for boys, in addition to a chorus for mothers. The owner seemed to be16
making every effort possible to attract students. Still, Iwas mystified as to how the owner
made a profit when he employed such a large staff not only at the kindergarten butat his
English language school and his civil service cram schools, all of which experienced
serious drop-offs in enrollments during my two years in Japan. I realized later he received
government subsidies. If an institution is incorporated as a foundation (my schoolwas
named, for the owner, the Nagayoshi Educational Foundation), it is eligible for
government assistance.39 This government assistance to a private establishment illustrates
the importance the Japanese government places on early childhood education and the fact
that, even though preschool may appear voluntary, it has acquireda quasi-mandatory
status, so much so that even private schools get aid from the government, furtherreason to
study the many facets of early childhood education in Japan.40
Although I worked in only one preschool, because Japanese preschoolsso closely
resemble one another in basic philosophy and methods, I believe I hada representative
experience. According to one scholar, Sarane Spence Boocock, there isa strong
consensus among Japanese parents and teachers regarding the goals of preschool education
and great uniformity exists between what parents in the home setting and teachers in the
early childhood sphere believe are the appropriate concepts that children should learn in
school about how to get along with others.41 Another scholar, Lois Peak, states that there
appears to be little regional variation among Japanese adults as to what should be learned in
preschool about how to get along with others.42 Therefore, althoughmy experience was
limited to one school only, I believe that I experienced theessence of the preschool
experience in Japan. The curriculum, classroom environments and special events
described in the sources I cite (for instance: music lessons, play materials, specialevents
such as the Sports Day common to most Japanese preschools) paralleled what Isaw.
Additionally, I viewed the companion videotape to the book by Joseph Tobin, David Y.H.17
Wu and Dana H. Davidson, Preschool in Three Cultures: Japan, China, and the United
States. This viewing allowed me to observe a collation of the tapes Tobin and his
colleagues made of a Japanese preschool circa 1989 and through it I was able to confirm
that many of the methods and practices I saw in my own kindergarten in Kagoshima are
also common in other early childhood settings in Japan (in the case of the tape, a daycare
center in Kyoto). The tape also provided glimpses of early childhood programs in China
and in the US. Therefore, I believe that I can write with confidence that what I sawwas not
atypical of Japanese preschool pedagogy.
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Literature Review
Two of the leading scholars of Japanese preschool education are Catherine C.
Lewis and Lois Peak. I happened upon Peak's 1991 book, Learning to Go to School in
Japan: The Transition from Home to Preschool Life shortly after I returned from Japan in
1996. I wish I had read it before I taught preschool there, because it provides valuable
insights into what Japanese mothers, in particular, want their children to experience in
Japanese preschools: they want their children to learn to function in Japanese society and
to accept its emphasis on proper group etiquette and the subordination of the individual.
Peak, in her book and articles, helpfully delineates an average school day at Japanese
kindergartens. She also makes a convincing case that the creation of the group ethos in
young minds is the fundamental goal of the adults involved in preschools in Japan
(teachers, parents, government officials). But her assertion that Japanese preschool
teachers avoid authoritarian teaching techniques does not jibe with my own experiences.
Peak's work on the group ethos focus in Japanese classrooms is important, but she does
not seem to be aware of the possibly negative consequences for individual children of this
emphasis.43
Another scholar, Catherine C. Lewis, like Peak, carefully outlines the way
Japanese preschool teachers make clear to children, from their first day in school, that they
must put aside their own desires for individual expression or gratification and meld
themselves into the greater community. In her 1995 book, Educating Hearts and Minds:
Reflections on Japanese Preschool and Elementary Education, and in articles, Lewis, like
Peak, details some of the techniques Japanese teachers use to teach children that to go along
is to get along in Japanese society, but, except for a few paragraphs of qualms about the
constant stress on the group ethos (and consequent stress for some children), she20
concludes that the Japanese system has a lot to recommend it. While this conclusion may
be correct, I believe that Lewis does not sufficiently examine the effects of thegroup ethos
on the individual fulfillment needs of children.
Similarly, another scholar, Joseph Tobin, in his various articles and in his co-
authored book, argues that the group ethos is all, but, like Lewis and Peak, he does not
seem bothered by the fact that this often results in the subordination or neglect of an
individual child's artistic urges or need for a few moments of solitude during the school
day.
The works of these authors (plus a series of articles on early childhood education in
Japan in the Winter 1989 issue of The Journal of Japanese Studies) provide invaluable
background on the pedagogical and social purposes of Japanese preschool education, but
they adopt a perhaps too dispassionate or approving tone. I will use my teaching
experiences to suggest that not all children benefit from and some may be damaged by
some of the methods described.
The literature on Japanese preschool education tends to be either fairly neutral or
leans towards the laudatory. (Lewis, in particular, tends to applaud what she sees in
Japanese preschools.) A notable exception to this rosy view of the world of Japanese
preschool education is provided by an American mother who sent her son to a Japanese
kindergarten. In her 1996 article, "Producing Mothers," Anne Allison suggests that the
group ethos can take a heavy toll on the spirits not only of children who are somehow
marked out as lacking in esprit de corps, but on mothers who are troubled by the pressures
put on their children to give their all to school-mandated mass activities such as the
ubiquitous Sports Day.44 Allison is unusual among writers on this topic in writing
frankly about the darker side of Japanese early childhood education and about its
implications for Japanese society as a whole.21
In stark contrast to Allison's view is Tony Dickensheets's blithe portrayal of the
"education mama" in his 1996 Japan Quarterly article.45 Dickensheets praises the
dedication of Japanese mothers and the prominent place of education in Japanese family
life. However, he does not acknowledge any possibility that this hard-driving focus and
consequent pressure may stress out either children or their mothers.
All of these authors agree that the Japanese preschool system (and Japan's school
system generally) excels at creating a corps of children who are used to functioning in
groups, but, with the notable exception of Allison, none questions whether or not the
methods or the goals are desirable. I hope to make clear that, while the goals of group
think and its concomitant, consideration for others, are not necessarily undesirable in the
Japanese context, the methods used in their names include: corporal punishment,
unnecessary physical dangers to children, humiliation and isolation of children,
psychological pressure, stifling of creativity, bullying and social ostracism.
Additionally, in an effort to suggest links between the group ethos emphasis in
early childhood education and Japanese society beyond the walls of its kindergartens, I will
draw upon recent works on the political culture of Japan. Political culture scholarship
provides intriguing insights into Japanese behavior in many spheres which scholars of
early childhood education should utilize in their own research.
Finally, because I was trained as a preschool teacher, I, probably unconsciously,
will draw upon past reading in my days of courses on educational theory and child
development. As I read the literature, too, I actively compared it with my own teaching
experience in Japan and in the United States, South Korea and the People's Republic of
China. Much of what I read in the literature on Japanese preschool education was
enlightening. Much of it, I believe, does not accurately reflect reality. I often shook my22
head at the glossing over, as it seemed to me, of the cruelties that are tolerated in certain
situations in Japanese preschools in the name of the group ethos.
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Historical Background of Early Childhood Education in Japan
Because, in this paper, I am endeavoring to suggest links between the values that
prevail in Japanese preschool and those that prevail in Japanese society at large and in
Japan's political culture, in particular, it is useful here to explore the historical background
of early childhood education in Japan so that we may see that government, at all levels, has
shaped Japan's early childhood education system and has had a formative influence on
preschool policies. For example and for purposes of contrast, in the US, the early
childhood movement was led in the mid and late nineteenth centuries and for decades
thereafter by committed volunteers, mostly relatively affluent women who believed that
children should be encouraged to express themselves and to develop as creative
individuals.46 The woman generally credited with introducing the ideas of the European
Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852), the pioneering preschool educator, into the United States
was Elizabeth Peabody (born 1804).47 A tireless, articulate advocate for early childhood
education, Peabody believed in such concepts as the sinfulness of breaking a child's will,
respect for each child as an individual and cultivating children rather than drilling them.
Peabody regarded excessive drilling as appropriate only to "insensate stone" and adhered
to the dictum that the application of adult restraint be kept within what she termed
reasonable limits.48
There are several facts about the development of preschool education in Japan and
in the US that should be noted when discussing the nineteenth century origins of both
systems. First, that educational leaders in both countries showed interest in Froebel's ideas
and that Japan imported the idea of kindergarten education c.1868-1880, only shortly after
the movement picked up steam in the US in the 1850s. But an important difference is that
whereas the American strand was dominated until the 1930s by volunteers and a few24
professionally trained female teachers who were motivated by Peabody's ideason the need
to nurture the individual child, in Japan, early childhood education was controlled by a
male-dominated bureaucracy and molded to suit the desire of that government fora
malleable populace.49 Indeed so strong was government influence that one scholar states
her belief that, "Japan may be the only case where the kindergartenswere initiated by the
government, and competition came later from private and foreign educators."50It is
significant that the first kindergarten in Japan was opened under the auspices of the
Ministry of Education soon after the national education system was established in 1872.51
At this period in the US, kindergarten education was very much in the hands of
enthusiastic amateurs.
Another notable difference between the development of the kindergartens in the two
countries has been the ideology of teachers. Peabody exhorted her followers to do their
utmost to develop "joy" in children and to follow Froebel's precepts regarding the vital
importance of opening children's minds rather than filling them and to cultivate children's
creative impulses and individuality.52 By contrast, the Japanese government, from the
very inception of preschool education in Japan harnessed preschools for the purposes of
Japan's modernization and in order to perpetuate the values of the state.53 Significantly,
too, whereas there was a strong tradition of local control of schools when kindergarten
education first gained public attention in the 1850s and 1860s in the US and for decades
thereafter and most American kindergartens until the mid twentieth century were
philanthropic enterprises, in Japan, in the decades after the 1880s, the national government
played a much more prominent role in the preschool sphere.54
Interestingly, there was a strand of Froebelian, private education in Japan in the
1880s. Significantly, the leader of this movement in Japan was an American missionary,
Annie Howe, who arrived in Japan in 1887.55 Howe's career illustrates the differences25
between development of kindergarten in the US and Japan. Howe, fluent in Japanese,was
a prominent figure on the Japanese preschool scene and a founder of one of the leading
kindergartens in Japan, Glory Kindergarten, in Kobe. Howe was gradually squeezed out
of her leadership role in the field, as Japan's society grew more nationalistic andas its early
childhood education system moved from its Froebelian, foreign origins to a form molded
to suit Japan's national civic ethos and away from individualistic principles of women like
Howe.56 Japanese teachers increasingly saw themselves as shapers of Japanese national
values, not necessarily as Froebelian nurturers of individuals.57 This legacy isvery much
alive in the minds and hearts of Japanese preschool teachers today.58
As mentioned earlier, there tends to be a feeling among Japanese that kindergartens
are schools proper and of a more elite character than are the day care centers.59 This sense
of the second rate status of the day care centers may derive from their origins. Theywere
originally designed to assist the poor and to ameliorate the squalor of Japan's race for
industrialization in the early 1900s and, partly, were intended to defuse social resentments
that might have led to rebellion.60 The massive mobilization of the nation during Japan's
military efforts in China and especially in the last years of W.W. II generated greater
provision of day care centers, because women were needed in the labor force.61 After the
war, during the American Occupation, the formal division between the day care centers and
the kindergartens was codified.62
This division of responsibility has led to decades of rivalry between the Ministry of
Education and the Ministry of Health and Welfare. The division has led to years of
contention about whether or not day care centers have the same "educational" status as the
kindergartens.63 The rivalry, however, did not impede the steadily growing enrollment of
children in both day care centers and in kindergartens. The Japanese national government
appears to have regarded the provision of early childhood education as an important part of26
its development push, following the disasters of the Second World War. It is hard to
determine the motives for this campaign. Probably, the government simply realized thatan
educated populace is an economically productive one. Too, the emphasison the group
ethos, so much a part of Japanese preschool education, probably was viewedas a way of
contributing to national solidarity, so important to the stability of Japan following the social
turbulence there of the 1960s. For these reasons (social peace and its concomitant
economic productivity and, almost certainly, a genuine concern for the welfare of children),
the Ministry of Education, in 1972, launched a major, ten-year initiative to provideaccess
to early childhood education to all four and five year-olds.64 This formed the basis of the
current system, which enrolls possibly the highest percentage of its population of preschool
children of any country in the world.65
The complex matrix of government inter-agency rivalries and the interests of the
private sector versus those of the public sector in the Japanese preschoolarena is illustrated
by the background of the push for universal access to preschool education of the 1970-
1985 period. The proposal by a government commission that all localities establishnew
public institutions to provide access to early childhood education was objected to by two
groups. Firstly, the private sector (now much stronger than in the pre War period, due to
the somewhat relaxed grip of authority after W.W. II) saw the extension of the public
sector as a direct threat to its commercial interests.66 Secondly, the Ministry of Health and
Welfare resisted the idea that only the Ministry of Education could provide the kind of
education-oriented programs (versus the nurturing philosophy of the Ministry of Health
and Welfare) that the Ministry of Education believed children, particularly five-year-olds,
required.67 The Ministry of Health and Welfare, in a classic case of the sort of
bureaucratic clientist empire building that is characteristic of Japanese politics, enlisted the
aid of the leading lobby of the private kindergarten system to block the Ministry of27
Education's large-scale plan for publicly financed and government-run kindergartens,
which would have hurt the interests of both the Ministry of Health and Welfare and those
of the operators of private kindergartens.68 The Ministry of Education did succeed in its
goal of vastly expanding the government funding of kindergarten construction (though,
under the lobbying pressure, altered the plan to include aid to private ones as well as public
ones and on a scale much smaller than originally envisioned), so that by 1980 the
kindergarten expansion program was receiving twenty times its 1971 leve1.69
Additionally, the Ministry of Education was budgeted an increasing amount for subsidy
programs to low income parents.
In an interesting case of bureaucratic bargaining, the Ministry of Education did
succeed in obtaining greater funds and in expanding certain programs, but because of
Ministry of Health and Welfare opposition and that of groups allied with it (which seem to
have been private kindergarten owners rather than parents), it was not able to achieve its
goal of mandating kindergarten attendance (which might have provided an opening for
more government aggrandizement at the expense of the private sector) nor was it able to
require public provision of kindergartens in areas of shortages.70 The compromise
reached in this instance illustrates several things about Japanese preschool education.
First, it shows the close connection between the private sector and government in
Japan, in particular an interest group (owners of private kindergartens) and a particular
government agency (the Ministry of Health and Welfare). Through effective utilization of
its client base, the Ministry of Health and Welfare was able to block the consolidation of
the child care system in Japan and to maintain the rather awkward bifurcation between day
care centers and kindergartens.71
Second, it shows that changes to the preschool system can be obstructed by inter-
ministry rivalry. Interestingly, students of preschool education in Japan who examine the28
topic from an anthropological or child development perspective see parents and other active
citizens as influential players on the scene.72 By contrast, political scientists slight the role
of private citizens (unless they are motivated by obvious pecuniary motives, as in thecase
of the private kindergarten operators) and stress, rather, the impact of the national
educational bureaucracies.73
Third, one scholar suggests that unless an agency is united on an issue (as the
Ministry of Education apparently was not on the kindergarten expansion program in its
entirety), it will lose in the end to a more cohesive bureaucracy (in the case of the 1970-
1985 period, the Ministry of Health and Welfare).74
Fourth, the battles over preschool policy in the 1970s and 1980s illustrate the
characteristic Japanese governmental habit of delegating power to commissions and
councils, which effectively take power out of the hands of politicians and thus contribute to
the maintenance of the status quo, since a politician is relatively impotent in the face of the
Japanese preference for the consensus and harmony that such councils and commissions
facilitate. In the case of two proposed reforms (the lowering of the school starting age,
which would have strengthened the Ministry of Education because it would have brought
five-year-olds under the educational rubric, as opposed to the day care one and the
unification of preschool education, stoutly resisted by the Ministry of Health and Welfare)
a 1985 commission effectively quashed reform.75
The most recent historical development in Japanese preschool education that I will
mention here is the 1989 publication by the Ministry of Education of its guidelines for
preschool education.76 These are the guidelines that were in force when most of the
authors from whom I quote in this paper conducted their studies and also when I worked
in Japan (1994-1996). The guidelines list as the goals for preschool education the
following: the capacity to help children develop good social relations with adults and29
children; a respect for nature; healthy habits for living; and desirable social attributes.77 It
is important to note that the guidelines twice mention social behavior. These guidelines are
rather bland and, no doubt, the pronouncements of similar US government entities take a
similar tack, but the fact that "desirable social attributes" are mentioned is important in my
argument because what those are and how they are inculcated in children are the focus of
this paper. Briefly, the attributes sought are a willingness among Japanese to subordinate
their own egos in the interest of group harmony and a cooperative attitude towards others.
The methods used to cultivate these attributes involve a curious combination of heavy-
handed assertion of instructor authority and a seemingly contradictory abdication of that
authority in other instances.
Now that I have sketched in the historical background and indicated that the
preschool system in Japan has, historically, been closely connected with the values desired
by the governing elite and have noted what were the written guidelines governing the
preschool system when I arrived in 1994, I will discuss the interaction of politics,
government and preschool education in Japan.
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Politics, Government and Japanese Preschools
Section I: Government Involvement in Preschool Education in Japan
As we have seen in the section of this paper on the historical background to the
present Japanese preschool system, government has been a major actor on the preschool
stage since the first kindergartens in Japan were established under government auspices in
the 1870s. In this section of this paper, I will discuss some of the fiscal and regulatory
aspects of the preschool regime. I will start off by using my own workplace to illustrate
the mix of private sector and public sector that characterizes the preschool world in Japan.
Our school, as are between 60-75 percent of the kindergartens in Japan, was
privately owned.78 Further, there is a greater enrollment of children in the private schools
than in the public ones.79 Early childhood education is a major business in Japan. The
issue of private versus public here is relevant because, although the kindergarten I worked
at was ostensibly a private enterprise, because it was incorporated as an educational
foundation, it was eligible for government subsidies.80 Therefore, my employer was
assured of some kind of income as long as he adhered to Ministry of Education and local
guidelines. These guidelines were dictated by several levels of government (e.g., city,
prefectural, national) and specified standards on various matters(such as personnel policies,
required equipment and so on). Therefore, although Mr. Nagayoshi was a "private
businessman" he was also heavily dependent on and regulated and licensed by various
governmental entities.81
Moreover, it was not only a major effort of time and expense to maintain the
standards regulatory authorities demanded of him, but Mr. Nagayoshi had to withstand
competition from the many possible rival providers of child care, which include religious32
organizations, private social service foundations, employers that hire large numbers of
women, unions and associations based on particular educational theories they wish to
propagate (e.g., the Montessori method).82 So Mr. Nagayoshi was not entirely immune
from market forces. However, because he was already licensed, he did have an advantage
over new entrants into the field, because the licensing process in Japan tends to favor
existing relations between bureaucrats and businesspeople, and new entrants can be
stymied for months or years or blocked completely from establishing new schools.83
This is an example of how the existing nexus of government and interest groups (Mr.
Nagayoshi was the president of the local private kindergarten owners' association in
Kagoshima) can stifle innovation and enterprise in Japan. In a further illustration of the
importance to private kindergarten owners of keeping their ties to the political apparatus
amicable: Mr. Nagayoshi put a good deal of pressure on his staff to participate in a jazz
band that he had perform at local political functions on weekends and at night. The staff
members received no extra compensation for this duty and it was a source of much
discontent.
Not only are the owners of the preschools affected by government mandates, but
because there is so little innovation due to the conservatism of the entire structure of the
educational edifice, parents and children are affected by the government's policies, which
shape not only what standards schools must abide by but also the subsidies parents
themselves receive, policies of taxation when it comes to deductions for parents of young
children, and policies on such related issues as government mandates on working mothers
and full-time kindergarten mothers versus working mothers desperately searching for
quality day care.84
Let us look in detail at some of these issues of government support for preschools,
both private and public.33
Section II: Funding
In this section, I will examine the issue of government funding for early childhood
education, leaving for the following section a discussion of how the codes of conduct that
Japanese preschools are meant to instill in youngsters are reflected in the larger society and
political culture.
The funding of Japanese preschool education is quite complex. The important
point to bear in mind is that a great deal of money is spent on it by government at various
levels, which demonstrates a strong conviction as to its importance on the part of the
Japanese government. The high preschool enrollment rates in Japan are particularly
impressive in light of the fact that many parents spend up into the mid and high thousands
per year to send their children to preschoo1.85 Additionally, private as well as public
facilities are subsidized by the national government, and many others receive assistance
from prefectural and municipal governments.86 The issue of subsidies from government
to private preschools is significant because many of the private preschools probably would
not survive without government aid, and their existence explains why Japan (as of 1992)
enrolled nearly ninety percent of its four-year-olds in early childhood programs, compared
to around forty percent in the US and in the United Kingdom.87
When one considers that between sixty and seventy-five percent (depending on
statistics cited by various authors) of kindergartens in Japan are private, receiving two
thirds of their revenue from tuition and fees, five percent from the state, and the remainder
from endowments, one can see that even the supposedly private sector of the preschool
system receives support from various governmental elements of Japanese society.88
Moreover, the remaining twenty-five to forty percent of preschools are state-run and charge34
modest tuition, which makes up eight percent of their revenues, the rest coming from
various governmental entities, national and local.89
There is a considerably higher level of governmental support for the daycare
centers, where parents pay about half of the working costs and the other half is divided
between the national government (eighty percent) and prefectural and local governments.90
Building, remodeling and equipping day care centers are also subsidized (fifty percent by
the national government, twenty-five percent by prefectural authorities).91 This level of
financial commitment suggests that preschool education is a major concern of the
Japanese, in government and out. Indeed, preschool education provision by the private
sector in Japan is much more common than is private elementary and private middle
school education. Fewer than one percent of Japanese children attend private elementary
schools; only three percent attend private middle schools.92 In short, the large fmancial
commitment by government suggests that the Japanese government at all levels, but
particularly the national government, which pays the lion's share of the bill, is serious
when it states that even the 1992 ninety percent preschool enrollment rate was still too
low.93
Japanese government financial support for preschool education has some
interesting societal consequences. For example, in spite of its somewhat lower prestige,
day care is often utilized by parents (e.g., affluent professionals) who, in other countries
might not utilize it, but who do so in Japan because it is regarded as a bargain.94 This high
rate of use of the day care system probably helps the Ministry of Health and Welfare
maintain a strong constituency in its rivalry with the Ministry of Education. Those parents
who are more prestige-minded and have higher incomes may prefer private kindergarten
education because of those children who attend kindergartens, most attend private ones,35
which are much more expensive, but which would be even more so without government
subsidies.95
The way fees are assessed is quite complicated in Japan. Parents who wish to
enroll their children in day care must prove their low income status.96 But is hard for
American scholars to determine who is being served by this system and how equitable it
is.97
Additionally, there can be varying levels of commitment to preschool education,
with some local entities exceeding national standards and trying to accomplish such local
goals as helping needy parents or adjusting more equitably staff salaries.98 Interestingly,
in the midst of the regulatory web, even those institutions that the government frowns upon
and does not officially recognize, the unlicensed "baby hotels," sometimes receive
government funding if the need is particularly great in a given area.99
Citizen Activism and Parent involvement in the Funding of Japanese Preschools
Thus far in this section on the funding mechanisms for preschools in Japan, we
have seen an intricate conglomeration of funding sources (government, some nonprofit
organizations, parental funds) and the various ways the money is spent (on buildings,
operating expenses, tuition subsidies for the poor). Now I will mention some of the ways
that parents and interested citizens raise money for preschool education in Japan. Some
preschools (both day care centers and kindergartens) are run by philanthropic
organizations.100 This suggests a high level of commitment from either volunteer or well-
endowed foundations. Additionally, some parents raise money for preschools by ad hoc
efforts among themselves, such as bazaars and other events.10136
As mentioned earlier, there is disagreement among scholars of Japanese education
about the efficacy of citizen involvement in the political sphere on educational matters. But
that there has been widespread public support for quality preschool education seems
indisputable.102. This involvement by citizen lobbyists has been most effective in
resisting government efforts to raise fees and to lower government contributions and, as
we have seen, in opposition to the attempt in the 1980s to amalgamate the unwieldy
preschool system, which came to naught in the face of anti reform lobbying pressures.103
However, many of the key books and articles on the subject of Japanese preschool
education were published before the painful recession that began in 1992, and recent fiscal
belt tightening may portend less lavish spending on preschool than heretofore.
We have so far examined the historical role government has played in preschool
education in Japan and the way government funding shapes the preschool system in Japan.
It is now time to turn to the question of political culture and what values prevail in the
political sphere that may help determine the group ethos that is part of both landscapes: the
political one and the preschool one.
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The Political Culture of Japan and Its Relationship
to Early Childhood Education
According to most scholars of Japanese education, it is the aim of schools,
particularly preschools, which are the first step on the educational ladder in Japan,to
socialize children in appropriate group behavior.104 In thispaper, I am attempting to add
to this argument. There is an overwhelming consensus in Japan that thegroup ethos is the
anchor of Japanese society and that mothers resignedly accept that their children will
experience misery at school at times in the name of the group.105 Thegroup ethos is
perceived by most Japanese as one of the foundations of Japan's political stability and of
its economic prowess. Recently, however, Japan has been experiencinga serious recession
and on the horizon is an economic and political restructuring that will shake the pillars of
the nation. Japan, because of its recent economic troubles (it is onlynow making a shaky
recovery from a prolonged recession) is, in the opinion of many observers, stuck in a
profound malaise.106 Moreover, because the "team spirit" feeling that thegroup at the
intimate level and as embodied by the Japanese nation willsee people through is such a
core value of Japanese culture, the implication of serious national crises are much more
severe than they might be for a country where the group ethos is less a part of the national
psyche.107
Because Japanese society does not foster the sense of individual worth to thesame
extent that Western culture does (as we have seen, the individual fmds his worth through
the group in Japan, to a large extent), when group efforts seem to falter (and Japan has
suffered through a series of national scandals and embarrassments in the 1990-1997 period
including bank failures, the AUM cult terror, the impotence of Japan to free its hostagesat39
its embassy in Peru, depressing and recurrent business and political scandals, etc.) there is
little sense of the worth of the individual to fall back on.108
Part of the difficulty Japan faces lies in the rigidity of its political system in
adjusting to new realities. As we have seen, even though there was an impressive gain in
provision of preschool education, other major changes were simply allowed to wither,
partly because of the inertia and resistance to change among vested interests in Japan. If
the status quo is a productive one, then change is not imperative. The feeling is growing in
Japan, however, that the system which has made it a prosperous, safe country is showing
signs of strain and yet fear of change and the political paralysis of recent years are hobbling
the country in its attempt to deal with economic challenges from rising Asian rivals and a
resurgent US.109
Because the emphasis on the group is such a huge part of Japanese social training,
beginning from the very first day a child enters preschool at the age of three, and because
the political apparatus has such a strong impact on preschool education, it is useful to
examine how the two areas, early childhood education and political culture, intersect. It is
helpful here to define what we mean when we use the term, "political culture."
Political Culture in Japan Defined
In this paper, "political culture" refers to the idea that people behave in political
settings (e.g., as voters, as civic activists, as members of political parties, as office holders)
in ways that reflect their cultural training and mores. That is, people are likely to behave in
the political sphere in ways similar to the ways they act in other settings (the business
world, schools, among friends and acquaintances). Thus, when one studies Japanese
politics, it is useful to examine the values prevailing in other sectors of Japanese society in40
order to better grasp why it is that Japanese citizens and politicians might be behaving in
ways that may at first seem confusing or unfathomable to outside observers. I hope to
suggest linkages between the values inculcated among children in Japanese preschool (e.g.,
the quest for a concern for the good of the group over that of the individual, the satisfaction
that can be found in acting for the benefit of the group, etc.) and Japanese political culture
on an adult level.
The study of political culture is generally considered to have begun in earnest in the
1950s. Political culture simply means that the way people in particular societies act in the
political arena is not a result of random forces but is a result of traceable cultural patterns,
traditions, social norms and modes of behavior that together constitute an understandable,
decipherable whole.110 Political culture is a useful scholarly tool for those who are
attempting to determine the connection between political events and the acts of individuals.
It is particularly helpful in area studies such as Japan studies.111
The study of political culture suggests that there are links between preschool
education and adult Japanese society when it comes to such concepts as trust. Trust plays a
large role in the Japanese preschool setting. Mothers trust teachers to do what is best for
the mother's child. Teachers place a tremendous (by American standards) amount of trust
in the children to look after each other and to behave as responsible individuals. As one of
the leading scholars of political culture, Lucian Pye, maintains, political cultures revolve
around the question of trust.112 Pye connects trust to appropriate modes of
communication. Further, the proper modes of communication, which one scholar of
Japanese political culture maintains is the foundation of that culture, also can be seen at
work in Japanese preschools.113 To wit, the daily exchange of message books which are
filled in at great expenditure of time and effort by preschool teachers and mothers and are41
carried to and from school by students is an example of the way Japanese build up trust
through elaborate and often laborious methods.114
As an American teacher, I was often puzzled as to why the mothers and teachers at
our kindergarten in Kagoshima spent hours on this time-consuming process, when a
simple conversation would have saved everyone concerned time and effort. But because
harmony is such a key Japanese value (in both the educational and political spheres), it
seemed to be the preferred method to engage in an elaborate ritual, rather than in a
straightforward talk.115
And yet there are signs that this concern with the niceties of the group ethos and
harmony is losing its appeal to new actors on the political stage. Some younger politicians
worry that, though the stress on conformity (one of the bulwarks of the sought after
harmony in Japan) does contribute to the remarkable social cohesion that is one of the great
strengths of Japanese society, it also does not breed creativity.116 Even a product of
Japan's most conservative political party, the Liberal Democrats (conservative in the sense
of resisting change, rather than being in favor of right wing policies, necessarily), Prime
Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto, has announced education reform as one of his biggest aims
as the leader of government. Hashimoto has publicly stated he wants an education system
in Japan that strengthens creativity and independence of mind. Hashimoto criticized the
Japanese educational system, which,"....puts emphasis on fostering stereotype characters
and fails to develop spiritual independence."117 These are bold words and yet, as we have
seen, Japanese political reforms often die at birth because of blockages in the system. It is
significant that the one of most powerful politicians in Japan has made education reform a
priority, but, as one scholar of Japan points out, it takes a generation to reform an
educational system, and Japan's preschool children are being schooled now in the group
ethos that brought men like Hashimoto to power in the first place. It is indeed ironic that42
Hashimoto is generally credited with his political power because he functions well within
the group ethos that he now hopes to reform. As one politician remarked of Hashimoto,
"In Japanese society, the most talented person doesn't make it to the top--it's the person
who gets along with others."118 So here we have the irony of a politician who has done
well in the world because of his ability to get along with others who hopes to lead a crusade
to teach Japanese children to think for themselves.
It is also ironic that many of the American writers on Japanese preschool education
praise it for the group ethos and sense of comradeship that many Japanese are coming to
question. The Japanese face a dilemma when it comes to preschool education. They prize
it for the very qualities (group harmony, subordination of the individual) that many
Japanese find personally stifling as well as increasingly unproductive economically and
conducive mainly to general social, political and economic stagnation.
Because the concept of political culture encompasses and examines the basic
attitudes and moods of a people at given points in history or over prolonged periods, it is
useful before we delve specifically into the group ethos that forms and undergirds Japanese
society and Japan's political system, to examine the anxiety that exists among Japanese
government leaders and organs about the group ethos as it is being taught in schools and to
suggest what a wrenching change it will be to move away from such a fundamental tenet
of Japanese schooling in its earliest and possibly most formative stages. As we have seen,
Prime Minister Hashimoto has expressed impatience with the way Japanese schools stifle
independent thinking and foster a sense of dependence on the security blanket of the larger
society. In an early 1997 press conference, introducing his plan for education reforms
(which, while not primarily concerned with preschools do aim at weakening the group
ethos inculcated therein), Hashimoto specifically stated that the existing educational system,
"....doesn't allow children to decide dreams, hopes and targets by themselves...."11943
This is significant because, as we shall see, children are often discouraged from
doing much at all by themselves in Japanese preschools but are consistently encouraged to
participate in group activities.120 Furthermore, it is not only Hashimoto as an individual
who is concerned about the doldrums Japan has been in for the past several years, butso is
the influential Japanese governmental entity, the Economic Planning Agency. In a
November 1996 White Paper, the Economic Planning Agency stated that institutions and
ideas are no longer being taken for granted as they were a generation ago (the generation
that saw the rise of the extensive Japanese preschool system).121 Significantly, a typical
reaction to the government report by a Japanese social scientist was to state, "Japanese
people have to recognize that they must become strong individuals to flourish in the new
society, instead of depending on social groups and communities."122
Thus, political culture, because it is a tool which deals with such seeming
intangibles as the general mood of a nation and its guiding principles of daily conduct and
propriety, can help us understand why Japanese preschools are the way they are now, that
is to say, what values prevail in the political culture at large that affect the behavior of the
bureaucrats who regulate preschools as well as in the operating codes of the preschool
teachers who train children to become citizens of the Japanese polity. We will see in this
paper that, because the people involved in Japanese preschool teaching have become so
accustomed to stressing the supreme importance of the group, it is going to be difficult to
develop the sort of independence of mind that some higher government authorities are
beginning to advocate.123
It is, of course, impossible to say with certainty to what extent human beings are
formed by what happens to them at the age of three. There are intervening experiences
between that age and the adult years. But because political culture stresses the basic values
of people as political actors and because there is a clear consensus among scholars, both44
Western and Japanese, that the group ethos is a key concept in Japanese preschool
education, and because preschool is such a common experience among Japanese, it is
worthwhile to examine the connections between what occurs in Japanese preschools and
what is happening in Japan in its political and societal realms. For the purposes of this
paper, then, political culture refers to the precepts guiding Japanese political behavior.
Those precepts include: conformity, discipline and a high amount of compliance to
authority's and group expectations.124 These same values are very much evident inevery
step of preschool education in Japan, which, as we have seen, is not only supported by
parents but subsidized by government to a much greater extent than is preschool education
in the US.125
Specific Elements of Japanese Political Culture
Most political scientists who study Japan emphasize the immense power of its
bureaucracy.126 Clearly, the bureaucracies involved in early childhood education in Japan,
through regulatory authority and the power of the purse, wield power over preschools.
Interestingly, though, those political scientists who study the specifics of education reform
in Japan do not regard politicians as powerless vis-à-vis the bureaucracies as do their
colleagues who write on the broader issue of Japanese political culture.127 They point out
that through the use of zoku (the Japanese word for factional cliques within political parties,
particularly the powerful Liberal Democratic Party- -such cliques are an example of the
"groupism" prevalent in Japanese political culture, which is characterized by subgroups
within groups), politicians do possess some influence over the supposedly all powerful
ministries.128 Still, the system, in the view of most political scientists, remains basically
elitist, and citizen input is limited.12945
Additionally, there is contention between government arms in Japan that leads to
bickering and obstructionism.130 For example, in 1994, the Ministry of Health and
Welfare announced a plan to establish a large network of flex -time daycare centers to be
opened by 1999. That plan has been considerably scaled back, partly because of the
inability to hire staff willing to work at odd hours, but possibly, too, because of the fiscal
belt tightening that the Ministry of Finance advocates.131 As Hashimotomoves ahead
with his reform program, it will be intriguing to watch how he uses his past experienceas a
former minister of both of these bureaucracies to advance his own agenda against possible
obstruction from both.
Japanese political culture is characterized not only by extremely powerful
bureaucracies, but also by a sense of solidarity among bureaucrats that leads them to
occasionally put aside bureaucratic turf battles to close ranks with attacked colleagues.132
Loyalty is a virtue in groups, and groups are tremendously important in Japan, but there is
a growing awareness in Japan that the sense of solidarity among bureaucrats and other
elements of the Japanese political structure has a negative side.133 Corruption or
ineptitude can be covered up or dissent suppressed as disloyal or presumptuous.134 There
has been a series of political scandals in recent years in Japan, and the prestige of the
bureaucracies has been damaged. It will be fascinating to see if Hashimoto can take
advantage of the weakness of the bureaucracy to revitalize Japanese society.135 As a
Japanese professor of politics puts it, "Hashimoto is a kind of politician that has been
brought up in a system where, essentially, the bureaucracy runs the country....No one can
destroy his own nest without being swept away at the same time...."135
Thomas Rohlen helpfully sums up the debate about what behaviors are determined
by governmental structures and which stem from more fundamental aspects of culture by
pointing out that American scholars are often misled by the superficially Western political46
structure imposed on Japan by the Occupation. When the Japanese make political
decisions that seem subtly inimical to Western interests, Westernersassume that some
treachery is afoot. Rohlen puts it thus, "The problem is almost certainly cultural,but the
cultural connections can only be grasped if the entire matter of social order isconsidered.
Without considering the intensely socialized pattern, the paradoxicalaspects of government
appear either conspiratorial and exploitative or simply mysterious."136 By pattern, I
believe Rohlen is referring to the ways Japanese tend to act in various realms(e.g., the
political, the corporate, etc.).
Rohlen suggests the value of studying the smallgroups that make up Japanese
society (and a preschool class is the first such group, other than the family, thata child
encounters). He suggests, "It seems that a more complex starting point thatacknowledges
hierarchical elements, Occupation-supplied institutions, and small-group social control
frameworks as interactive in Japanese politics offers to producemore comprehensive
insights."137 Rohlen makes the point that Japanese society is not foundedon what he
terms "the same learned systems of microlevel ordering" as prevail in other nations.138
Rohlen makes some important points: that social scientistscan profit by studying
formative experiences in Japan (and preschool is one such experience for thevast majority
of Japanese) and the values governing Japanese personal andgroup conduct (which can be
seen, in their purest form, in the pedantic, broad-brush introduction to Japanese group
etiquette provided to children by preschool teachers). Rohlen also suggests that thestudy
of a social institution over time provides insights into the culture. He mentions thatJapan
is now a country of approximately 121 million people. Were preschoolsmore or less
group oriented in the highly militarized 1930s, when Japan's population was considerably
smaller than it is now? From what I have read and observed, the preschool day is probably
much like what it was in the more thinly populated Japan of decadesago. The impact of47
demographic ebbs and flows on Japanese preschools and Japanese political culture isa
likely fruitful field for future scholars. The recent plunge in the Japanese birth rate has
already led to debates about the need for government aid to kindergartens and daycare
centers that serve an ever diminishing cohort of young children.139 The increasing
reluctance of young Japanese women to bear children and to participate as actively in their
education as previous generations of Japanese women have has become a focus ofconcern
among the Japanese public in recent years. Preschool education is a barometer of attitudes
towards women in the work force, population decline and feminism in Japan and thus
merits attention from social scientists.140
Japanese Preschool Teachers as Purveyors of Japanese Political Culture
As Thomas Rohlen suggests, it is at the earliest stages of life that children imbibe
from adults (and preschool teachers are adults most Japanese children will interact with for
several years) attitudes and modes of conduct that will affect them later in life. It is hard to
say with certainty that Japanese preschool teachers are consciously acting on Ministry of
Education precepts as they go about the preschool day. Even two of the leading scholars
of Japanese preschool education confess that they have been unable to determine precisely
what Japanese preschool teachers are taught in the programs overseen by the Ministry of
Education and the Ministry of Health and Welfare. Sarane Spence Boocock, for instance,
states that what she has been able to determine is only that teacher training in Japan places
less emphasis on abstract theory than do American programs and emphasizes more careful
observation of the actual doings of children and the development of practical skills.141 For
instance, Japanese preschool teachers are given little grounding in clinical psychology but48
are taught to play the piano.142 (This was the opposite in my own case and I admired and
envied the Japanese teachers' skill in music instruction.)
Lois Peak concurs that it is not absolutely clear at this time what Japanese preschool
teachers are taught but opines that they are not explicitly instructed in the minutiae of how
to inculcate the group ethos in children. Peak makes the interesting point that when she
asked the teachers to describe how they communicated the group ethos to children the
teachers were puzzled by the question. She suggests that the techniques Japanese
preschool teachers use are natural to them and pervade so many other parts of Japanese
society, such as law, government and business management, that they are unable
specifically to articulate the concept.143 She also adds that the relationships among
teachers themselves replicate the dependence on others for guidance and social support that
characterizes other parts of Japanese society, in that teachers often learn the most simply by
observing more experienced peers, to whom they defer and show the same respect they
expect from their young students.144 As we shall see in the section on the group ethos,
Japanese preschool teachers do possess great authority vis-à-vis parents, compared to their
American counterparts. But it is also true that they are young women in Japan, a society
which does not lend much weight in other contexts to that group.145 Still, these young
women do play a tremendously important role in Japanese society in communicating to
young children the rules that govern huge portions of the rest of their lives, and the teachers
evince a strong esprit de corps and sense of vocation about their work.146 The teachers
feel that the group ethos goal is an entirely worthwhile one and share a sense of purpose
that explains many of their actions.147 It is to be hoped that more research can be done on
the particulars of preschool teacher training in Japan. Future scholars, for instance, should
attend college early childhood education classes in Japan and examine in detail the49
textbooks students in teacher training programs use. For now, though, it seems clear that
teachers have an ingrained sense of the importance of the group ethos in their classrooms.
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The Group Ethos Goal as Enunciated by Actors on the Japanese
Preschool Scene
The Japanese National Government and Local Governments
Although we have seen that the government is a weighty actor in Japanese
preschool education in terms of mandating such crucial matters as who will be allowed to
set up a school, where and under what conditions, the real influence of the national
government in each and every action of the thousands of preschool teachers across Japan is
impossible to determine. Indeed, some preschool teachers and administrators downplay
the role of the Ministry of Education in curricular matters in kindergartens, as opposed to
its much more intrusive presence in the elementary schools and claim that preschool
teachers are allowed far more autonomy than their elementary school counterparts.148 I
personally believe that this is more a matter of practicality than disapproval among
preschool teachers of Ministry guidelines. Elementary schools tend to be slightly more
orderly environments than preschools which, by their very nature are noisy, chaotic places.
It may simply be that the Ministry chooses to delegate the education of young children to
teachers, confident that the facilities, dependent in many cases, as we have seen, on
government largess, will not stray too far from Ministry guidelines. Also, as we have
seen, there is such a broad consensus about what should be emphasized by preschools (i.e.,
the group ethos) that teachers do not require much prodding from ministries to hew to that
line.
The importance of the two national governing entities of the preschool system in
Japan, I believe, lies more in their role as financial guardian and regulatory authority on
matters such as size and location of facilities, licensing and non-curricular matters than in a52
hands-on role in the day-to-day running of day care centers and kindergartens. In
discussing, for instance, the Ministry of Education 1989's guidelines, Peak makes the
point that these are basically a pro forma expression of what mothers and teachers are
already trying to accomplish in kindergarten education. For example, the guidelines do not
delineate specific academic goals, and the central goal is not specifically to prepare children
scholastically for the first grade. The primary purpose is to master the art of shudan
seikatsu (hereafter "group living").149 The objective of creating the "wholesome" people
the guidelines speak of training requires that children learn to subordinate their own desires
to the greater good of community harmony. The Ministry's guidelines may express the
group ethos aim in stiff bureaucratese and Japanese mothers in more colloquial terms, but
the goal is the same: that children learn to function successfully in groups.150 Japanese
mothers realize that the values that prevail in early childhood education classrooms are
found in the adult world and that children should adjust to them early.151
There are good reasons to examine what the Ministry lays down as the goals of
Japanese preschool education in Japan because their overall tenor suggests what other
actors on the preschool scene are attempting to accomplish in the classroom and on the
playground. It is the tone and emphasis on the group ethos in the guidelines that matters to
Japanese teachers and parents, not so much an elaborate structure of curricular mandates.
The guidelines make clear the raison d'être of preschools in Japan. Their main function is
to provide a venue for the introduction of young children to the group living environment.
The school is where children learn about group living. They cannot learn the lessons of
group living at home. Group living is not something that can be easily expressed in words.
It comes from the preschool experience.15253
Parents
There is remarkable unanimity among scholars of Japanese preschool educationon
the idea that the cultivation of the group ethos in their children is uppermost in the minds of
Japanese parents as they send their children off to school. Mothers, in particular, send their
children to preschool to learn how to integrate with their peers,away from a possibly
overprotective mother.153 The desire of Japanese mothers that their children learn to
function in group settings appears repeatedly throughout the literature. Peak relates thatone
mother was so determined that her son go to school and make friends with other children
that she forcibly strapped the unwilling boy to her bicycle seat repeatedly and took himto
school and eventually joyfully reported that he had indeed begun to make friends.154
The fact that this mother had to gird herself to physically force herson to school
drives home the imperative that compels Japanese mothers to ignore sobs and protests
from their three- or four-year-olds. At our kindergarten one girl of threeyears, Megumi,
cried for hours at a time for over a month before she finally adjusted to preschool. Iwas
amazed at the strength of will that both her teacher and her mother put into the aim of
Megumi's successful adjustment to group life.
Japanese preschools place a greater emphasis on social adjustment than do
American preschools, where the developmental levels of individual childrenare given
greater weight. Megumi's mother and her teacher, Yayoi-sensei, were both agreed that
Megumi had to adjust and would adjust (and did indeed eventually do so). Thus, Megumi
probably internalized many of the norms that make up Japanese culture: duty,
perseverance, self-control and self-discipline.155
Because the process of teaching children that they must set aside their own desires
necessarily requires a certain amount of sternnness, Japanese mothers, tosome degree,54
prefer to turn over the teaching of life's harder lessons to preschool teachers. School is the
place, in the view of teachers and mothers, where children learn how to behave
appropriately in social settings.It is teachers (and classmates) who teach children what it
takes to succeed in society, to a much greater extent than do the children's mothers. This
group mindedness is agreed upon to an amazing extent as the single most important
objective of preschool education in Japan. Thus, Japanese teachers play a huge role in
shaping Japanese society.156
Peak makes several important points about Japanese mothers and their willingness
to defer to their children's teachers because of the mothers' strong desire that their children
adjust to school and gain acceptance by the group into whose company mothers send those
children. Peak makes the point that Japanese mothers are highly deferential to teachers,
indeed, that they often hesitate to express their concerns openly, conditioned as the mothers
are by group norms not to "cause trouble for other people" but to fit in, the very values the
mothers fervently wish to cultivate in their progeny.157 Interestingly, the mothers are so
conditioned by the quest for harmony and the desire to avoid open conflict (which, we have
seen, typify Japanese political culture), that mothers and teachers tend to avoid substantive
conversations, but stick to bland topics even when a mother might be concerned about her
child's adjustment to preschoo1.158
This willingness on the part of Japanese mothers to defer to teachers to a far greater
extent than do American mothers is an implicit contract between the mother and the teacher
that, by relinquishing a great deal of her authority to the teacher, the mother will receive, in
turn, the assurance that her child will be properly trained in the ways of society.159 It may
be that the greater levels of disorder and poorer performance on standardized tests recorded
in American schools compared to what is found in Japanese schools results from the55
inability of American teachers to claim the absolute authority in the classroom that
Japanese teachers are granted by cooperative, trusting parents.
Indeed, as an American preschool teacher, I was astonished that my Japanese
colleague felt free to stride up to a Japanese mother holding her little boy and remove him
firmly from his visiting mother's arms and walk him back to join his fellows in the class
activity then underway. The mother did not protest, though she was almost certainly
worried about her son, Kosei, who was sobbing and who had sought her out for
comforting. But Yayoi-sensei saw her duty as ensuring that Kosei participated fully in the
group activity, and Kosei's mother acquiesced.
This was typical of the main thrust of Japanese preschool education: that children
learn that the behavior accepted in the bosom of their families will not be tolerated in the
harsher outside world. At preschools (and, by extension, in the world at large), children
must learn to participate actively and enthusiastically in group efforts and to learn to interact
well with others. Selfishness or excessive assertion of independent desires is not tolerated
at school. Home is refuge, but school is where selfishness is not acceptable.160 It is
important to bear in mind that often what Japanese adults regard as "selfishness" can often
seem quite natural displays of individuality to Americans, such as wanting to draw a
picture in the way a child wants to, rather than the way everyone else is drawing.161
The idea of school as the locale for the harsher realities of life affects not only
attitudes but language itself. Peak makes the interesting point that mother and teacher,
home and school are such different worlds that the distinction is reflected in the very
language used to refer to each.162 For example, the language used to refer to home tends
to be colloquial, whereas words connected with school are more formal and highly
stylized. Japanese mothers realize that school is the place where the group ethos rules. At56
home, mothers can indulge children more, but preschools are the boot camp training for
the life within the group in which every Japanese must function.
Not only do Japanese mothers defer to teachers frequently and avoid bringing up
touchy issues, but they allow their own behavior to be shaped by the norms of the
preschool to which they send their children. Commenting on the common practice of
message book keeping (which involves mothers and teachers communicating via a small
notebook that the child takes to and from school), one scholar points out that it is an
additional mechanism for social control, one that is used to shape the behavior not only of
the children but of the parents as well.163
The acquiescence of Japanese mothers in the group ethos for the sake of their
children, that is to say, the former's willingness to participate fully in the life of the school
and of their child's individual class, is a crucial part of the all-important group spirit of
Japanese preschools. One study maintains that the matrix of social norms involving
schools, mothers and children is replete with ideological connotations in that kindergartens
prescribe women's behavior, tutor them in their duties, designate their place in the social
order, use parent organizations to subtly chastise those who are behaving inappropriately
according to the school's accepted norms, pressure them to attend school events and
provide them with an "identity" as a "preschool mother."164
Preschools, then, by supplying the "hymn book" that Japanese mothers can follow
when directing their children in proper deportment and behavior, provide mothers with a
sense of security that they are raising their children in such a way as to make the transition
to group life from the indulgence of home less traumatic than it might otherwise be for the
children. The mothers also learn, by spending a lot of time with other young mothers,
what their peers are dressing like, what activities they are involved in, etc. Thus, the group
ethos touches children and their mothers via the preschool experience.57
This contact with other children and unrelated adults is becoming more and more
important to many Japanese as their society grows more complex. Joseph Tobin contends
that Japanese preschools are playing an increasingly important role as socialization agents.
Japanese families and children have smaller groups with which to interact than they had in
the days of larger families.165 He makes the point that Japanese place such importance on
group life that, as the birthrate has dropped and family size has shriveled, the rate of
preschool enrollment has skyrocketed. This may be because families, with fewer children
and thus, fewer expenses, are more affluent and can spend more on education. The
increasing tendency to enroll children in preschool also suggests the anxiety of many
parents that children may be lonely and, more significantly, that they are being denied the
chance to learn to function in groups. Tobin points out that in earlier eras children had
more opportunities for vigorous outdoor play, away from their mothers and in interactions
with other children and among adults not necessarily related to the children.166
Certainly, in our preschool, not only did the sixteen children of our own Violet
class have plenty of time to interact with each other in the extended free play periods
characteristic of Japanese preschools, but they could do the same on the playground with
any of the other approximately two hundred students of various ages.167 Mothers often
visited the school and peered out onto the playground from afar, probably trying to
determine whether or not their son or daughter was getting along with the other children. It
was a burden to send their children to our kindergarten (it was expensive, and the schedule
was unpredictable), but the mothers seemed to believe that preschool was a necessity for
their children. Tobin stresses this abiding desire of Japanese parents that their children
have plenty of playmates.16858
Anne Allison, in drawing upon her experience as an American mother who sent
her son to a Japanese kindergarten for a year, suggests that the same desires that their
children be accepted by their peers and that the mothers themselves not be found wanting
in some ways that might provoke snubbing by their own peers or disapproval from their
children's teachers often results in heavy burdens for young Japanese kindergarten
mothers. For instance, Allison discusses the huge commitment mothers must make in
time because of the enormous amount of preparation needed to make sure that each and
every item of a child's school uniform and accoutrements conform to the school's precise
standards.169 The mothers are themselves under the pressures of the group ethos which
the children must conform to and feel great anxiety lest their children somehow be seen as
out of line with the conformity enforced on the group.
Allison makes the point that, though kindergarten mothers often question the
strictness of their children's teachers and worry that their children are experiencing
bullying, so strong is the Japanese consensus that teachers are the ultimate enforcers of the
group ethos that the mothers resigned themselves to the realization that, in Japan, school is
the rugged place where children must learn to adjust to the group ethos. Allison makes
clear some of the consequences for mothers of the group ethos that is the main objective of
Japanese preschool education: the fact that mothers feel relatively powerless in the face of
teacherly authority and that they do not rebel at this situation because they place such a high
priority on their children's successful transition to the wider world.170
On the subject of the tensions that infuse mother-teacher interactions, Allison writes
that many of her fellow preschool mothers expressed great anxiety about the home visits of
the teachers each mother could expect over the course of the school year.171 When one
recalls that these women are paying large sums to the school and yet quake with trepidation
before encounters with teachers, clearly a lot of pressure results from the conformity59
standards Japanese mothers are held to by authority figures. Schools, to Japanese mothers,
can be a source of great anxiety but are a necessary stage in the development of the group
ethos in their children.172
Allison makes the point that even mothers who participate actively in the life of the
preschool and who sincerely want their children to succeed in that world and in their later
lives in school in Japan can express reservations about the ultimate effect on their own
spirits and those of their children of the push for success within the group. Allison tells of
one vivacious, thoroughly dedicated mother who confessed to Allison that she was not
sure that the pressures put on her two sons were truly necessary, and yet felt that they were
all trapped in the system. This woman confided to Allison that she sometimes felt deeply
depressed.173 I thought of one of our preschool mothers, Mrs. Komaki, who had two
sons and threw herself with enthusiasm into the life of our kindergarten, and wondered if
she, too, felt qualms about the rigors that her boys experienced at our preschool. Her
younger boy, Takumu, was often singled out for chastisement for what seemed to me to be
normal, boyish high spirits.
Allison concludes her examination of the pressures for adherence to the group
ethos exerted on Japanese mothers by the school authorities and by their peers by
suggesting that it is not simply because mothers value the group ethos for itself as being a
worthwhile part of Japanese culture that they send their children to preschools. Allison
maintains (and I agree) that because Japanese employers value a certain amount of team
spirit and docility, mothers are ready very early in their children's lives to expose them to
the values prevailing in Japan's educational system and in its labor market.174
Thus far in this section on why Japanese parents send their children to
kindergartens we have discussed the following reasons: so that they will imbibe the group
ethos and learn to get along with other children; so that they will make friends and learn to60
function in groups; so that they will understand that the standards of behavior of home and
school are different and that they must adapt to social situations appropriately; and so that
they will adopt the modes of behavior suitable to later success in their school years and in
their future work places. Another reason that Japanese parents are eager to send their
children to preschool, in spite of all the worries and labor that Allison shows that it entails
for children and parents alike, is the hope that their children will adopt the appropriate sorts
of gender behavior that boys and girls are expected to display in Japan. Because children
get little opportunity to play with large groups of children save at preschool, it may be that
Japanese parents want their children to gain exposure to children of the same and opposite
sex in order to learn how to be feminine girls and masculine boys. One study, for instance,
found that in preschools, boys are encouraged to be "brave" and "strong," whereas girls
are encouraged to be "gentle" and "nice." All children, but especially girls, are praised
when they display empathy.175
Teachers and Administrators
One major difference between my work experience in American preschools and
what I saw in the kindergarten in Kagoshima was that in our Japanese preschool there were
many more students per teacher than I was used to. I assumed that this was because my
employer was trying to save money by hiring fewer teachers than he would have employed
had his business been more remunerative. According to Joseph Tobin, however, the
student/teacher ratio is deliberately kept quite high in order to create an atmosphere in
which the teacher maintains a low-key presence so as to ensure that the children develop
the ability to solve problems and mediate disputes involving other children.176 This is an
important facet of the group emphasis of Japanese preschool staff. Japanese teachers feel61
strongly that teachers should remain slightly aloof from children because children must
learn that teachers are not mothers and that school is not home.177 The teachers prefer
large classes because not only do large classes discourage students from establishing too
close a relationship with teachers, large classes also foster identification within children
with the group of their class community.178
As an American teacher, I found the large classes did create a sense of community,
but they also allowed for very little individual attention by the teacher to each child. Of
course, that is precisely what Japanese teachers want to avoid, but I found it frustrating that
I was not able to establish the very sort of intimate and affectionate relationship with
individual children that drew me to preschool teaching in the first place. I missed the
moments when I could praise a child for a particularly pretty picture he had drawn, and I
missed reading a story to a single child for a few moments. I missed such times for
selfish reasons, partly, but I also believe children profit from that kind of attention. By
contrast, in Japan, much of my time was spent sitting quietly while the Japanese teachers
read a story or instructed all of the children how to do an activity in precisely the same way
in exactly the same sequence. If there is individuality in Japanese schools, it is clearly of a
Japanese sort and would not be regarded as such by most American preschool teachers.
The emphasis on group life is stressed repeatedly throughout the literature on
Japanese preschool education. Catherine Lewis makes the interesting point that students in
Japanese preschools are often addressed by the name of their group or class.179 For
instance, in our class, Yayoi-sensei routinely called groups of two or three children, "Violet
class" rather than calling the children she wanted to approach her by individual names. The
children were encouraged to do the same when asked by their teachers to round up a few
stray classmates. They did so by calling out, "Peach class! Peach class!" rather than62
calling out the names of the three boys that they could easily see were the only members
they needed to gather.
The emphasis on the group involves an interesting form of egalitarianism in
Japanese preschools, in that all the children are assumed to be friends and are expected to
refer to every one of their classmates as a friend. Indeed, Lewis makes the point that she
had difficulty discussing the concept of friendship with Japanese preschool teachers
because all the children at preschool are automatically assumed to be friends.180
The idea that the children are but a part of the larger whole is constantly stressed by
teachers, along with what the teachers state as crucial steps in the building of the group
ethos: the importance of all the children having fun together, of sharing a sense of purpose
in activities, of the children sharing in the disputes and sadness and happy times of the
group.181 Lewis write that teachers strive to connect individual children to the larger
group--to encourage them to experience the pleasures and difficulties of group life and to
find ideas for play through the group.182 As we have seen, the emphasis that Japanese
teachers place on the group extends into their relations with mothers, as teachers often
encourage mothers to form groups among mothers paralleling those among the
children.183 The teachers see this as a contribution the mothers can make to the
cohesiveness of the group the teachers are striving to build.184
As Thomas Rohlen notes, it is group living that Japanese teachers see as their
guiding principle rather than the terms that frequently appear in pedagogical texts in the US
(such as "cognitive development").185 Group living is the term that Japanese preschool
teachers use to sum up the whole meaning of the preschool experience and group living is
presented to the children as a joyful time of playing and having fun together.186
It is interesting to note that it is the teachers and administrators who tend to see
group living as embodying and facilitating fun, whereas the mothers Allison quotes seem63
to regard it as a necessary evil that sometimes puts immense pressure on the mothers and
on the children. Peak quotes one administrator who states that there are no children who
prefer solitary play and that such children simply have not yet come to understand how
much fun there is to be had in playing with others.187 Peak holds that ensuring that
children come to understand the fun of preschool life is universally acceptedamong adults
as the goal, particularly, of the first month of a child's preschool experience.188
Because Japanese teachers stress the pleasures of group living continually and insist
upon participation by all of the children in every activity, teachers can be quite stern with
students who hang back from what the bulk of the class is doing. Peak suggests inan
intriguing fashion that teachers are most disturbed by a child's unwillingness to participate
in a given activity because the teachers themselves are well-socialized members of the
community and believe firmly in the group orientation they are attempting to instill in their
charges.189 In any case, an unwillingness to participate called forth a great effort bya
teacher to put pressure on the unwilling child.190
This is not to say that Japanese teachers spend all their time forcing compliance
with overly rigid rules of participation. They can ignore children who are not actively
participating, but only up to a point; at certain times participation is demanded of every
child, and no one is allowed to opt out. For instance, formal, daily rituals are the times
when participation is mandatory (e.g., grace before meals, greetings and farewells).191 In
my own experience, teachers did not regard participation in art activities as important, but
the formal, rote music lessons were mandatory. This reflects the feeling among adults that
preschools should prepare children for the often highly ceremonial aspects of Japanese
society, in which the ability to exercise restraint and self control during group activities is
prized.192 The first lessons a child learns and the ideas that form the basis of Japanese
child development theories are that school success depends on the ability to work with64
others and to understand and feel a sense of commitment to the norms of school
behavior.193
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Teachers' Attempts to Encourage Children to Form Friendships
The insistence by Japanese teachers that all the students in a preschool be friends
serves several purposes for the teacher. First, it helps to create a friendly atmosphere.
Second, it makes clear to the child that she is surrounded by people who genuinely like her
and want her to fit in. Thus, this emphasis on friendship places a duty on the child to act in
such a way as to maintain her friendships.
Because Japanese children are told repeatedly that they are surrounded by friends, it
becomes incumbent on the child to act in such a way as to retain the good will of her peers.
Eventually, Japanese children come to agree with their parents and teachers that the
presence of all of their friends is the main pleasure of preschoo1.194
Japanese children, like all children, do occasionally throw tantrums and refuse to
cooperate with teachers. Peak relates such an incident involving a little boy named Satoshi
who, on his second day at his preschool, balks at leaving the playground, where he is
playing in the sandbox, to return to the classroom with the other children. Two different
teachers spend a long time cajoling him and good-humoredly ignoring his kicks and
blows, patiently telling him how lonely it is all alone on the playground and that he should
come inside to sing a nice song with all "our friends," finally picking him up, taking him
inside and holding him in place to say, "good morning, everyone."195 I saw an almost
identical incident at my school involving a little boy named Kosei who did not want to put
on his school uniform and whom Yayoi-sensei spent nearly half an hour with, resolutely
and cheerfully ignoring his wails. As we have seen, this technique of Japanese teachers of
simply and patiently but relentlessly forcing children to abide by school rules may lie more
in their own cultural training as Japanese than in specific teacher training.19667
Many children, at some point, will rebel against adult demands, but in Japanese
preschools, surrounded as the children are by other children who are eager to win adult
approval and who willingly enforce school norms, they learn that rebellion does not
pay.197 Because the mass of the children do, in fact, come to accept school norms, those
recalcitrants who attempt to deviate from them find that to do so cuts them off from the
warmth and security that groups seem to provide many Japanese. Peak suggests,
intriguingly, that, because the identification with the group occurs so early in life, Japanese
adults express little of the ambivalence towards the idea of authority that sometimes occurs
in the US.198 Some might argue that the US might benefit from the warmth and security
that Japanese find in the group ethos.
There is a certain amount of rigidity in expecting children to like all of their peers
and to always abide by the dictates of the larger whole. Interestingly, however, when a
team of scholars showed a tape of a day in a preschool in the People's Republic of China to
a group of Japanese teachers, the Japanese teachers expressed their feelings that the
Chinese preschool did not create the genuinely warm atmosphere that the Japanese hoped
to create in their classrooms through group activities. The Japanese teachers saw groups as
leading to, not incompatible with, sentiment and human feeling.199 American and
Chinese teachers, too, value harmony among groups of children, but it is a far less
pervasive concern for them than for their Japanese counterparts. This Japanese feeling of
approval of what other cultures might regard as the stifling rule of groups is a key element
of Japanese preschool education.
Because Japanese preschool teachers believe that group life is best for children and
that it is truly enjoyable, they use exclusion from it as a sanction that holds a much greater
gravity of disapproval than it might for an American child. Because the threat of being68
excluded from the group is deeply threatening to a Japanese child, it is rarely resorted to by
teachers.200 I once sent a misbehaving boy out of the room and found that his tears were
far more extreme than I would have expected of an American child, and the disapproval of
my action by the Japanese staff was palpable.
Because Japanese preschool teachers encourage children to think of each other as
friends, children take seriously the idea that any of their friends, through misbehavior,
might be cast out from the group. Thus, children are often kept in line not by a teacher's
dictates but by the prodding of peers. For instance, children frequently take it upon
themselves to attempt to bring other children into line, lest the misbehaving children
exclude themselves from the security of the group.201 At our school, I was often
approached by children who wanted to enlist my help in policing behavior that the tattling
children considered out of bounds according to school norms. Perhaps they knew that I
would more likely intervene than a Japanese teacher, a Japanese teacher expecting the
children to handle most problems.
Because it is usually faster for a teacher to enforce her authority than to wait for
children to take action in policing the behavior of their peers and for that pressure to have
any effect, it is useful to bear in mind Thomas Rohlen's point about the willingness of
Japanese teachers to take the time to create an orderly atmosphere and their goal of creating
a group-oriented atmosphere, "Authority seems to depend on inclusiveness and patience in
some fundamental way."202
Friendship and the idea that all of the children at a particular preschool are
automatically friends are important elements of Japanese preschool culture.203 Of course,
the ideas of friendship and of being kind to others are also stressed in American schools.
The difference in Japan is that children are encouraged to think of all their classmates as
friends, not simply those children with whom they would prefer to play had they any69
choice in the matter.204 Some Americans may regard this Japanese approach as desirable
in that it does tend to lead to fellow feeling and a sense of empathy among children.
Let us now turn to another technique that Japanese teachers use to obtain the goal of
building the group ethos: working in groups.
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Japanese Teachers' Pedagogy in the Service of the Group Ethos
Because Japanese parents send their children to preschool, primarily, to learn to
function in large groups, one of the preschool's main tasks is to provide the large groups of
children in whose midst individuals learn to function. Because managing large groups of
children is tiring and laborious for teachers, it is useful to hear what they have to say about
the importance in their eyes, as educators, of the function that large class sizes perform. In
one study, when asked what they thought of the much smaller class sizes common to
American preschools, the Japanese teachers replied that classes so small seemed to them
underpopulated, that such an environment was too narrow and that children could not learn
the all-important lesson of proper group behavior in such a setting.205
Interestingly, in spite of the emphasis on order and routine that characterizes much
of Japanese preschool life, there is also a great deal of noise and free play.206 This is
intentional on the part of preschool teachers. Because children are left to act as one
another's keepers, they learn to act as responsible group members. Indeed, classes are kept
large as part of a deliberate strategy: Japanese children learn to function in large groups by
spending many hours among large groups.207
Japanese teachers shoulder the heavy workload large classes demand not only
because they are expected to by employers but also because they believe strongly that the
group ethos is a crucial part of the training of Japanese citizens. How, though, do they
manage the stresses and strains of looking after so many more children than their
American counterparts do? They are, for one thing, often assisted by mothers who often
volunteer their time to assist in outings or special activities. Another important classroom
management technique is the reliance on routine procedures that the children are tutored in
from their first day in preschool. The emphasis on routine serves many purposes: it71
instills in children a concern for basic Japanese values (e.g., order, efficiency, neatness,
decorum, punctuality); it makes school a place where children feel secure and where they
know what they should be doing at certain times of the day; it enables teachers to plan
lessons more easily because each teacher knows from day to day and season to season
what the general goals are (preparations for Sports Day, for instance, involves more or less
the same drills and exercises). Finally, the emphasis on routine enables teachers to tutor
children, precisely, continually and repeatedly in the expected behaviors of the preschool.
Every child receives the same instructions throughout the first few months of preschool.
Everyone knows the rules. Deviation is, thus, rare. Once the majority of the children have
mastered the rules, the teacher can step back and delegate many classroom tasks to the
children themselves. This makes life easier for the teacher (who, after all, cannot be
everywhere at once) and makes the children, to a certain extent, their own supervisors.
This training in routine ensures that the rules are known to all and leads to the peer pressure
that is an important element of the group ethos.208
As we have seen, Japanese preschool teachers regard their job as socialization
rather than trainers of academic skills, as such. They, indeed, are willing to completely set
aside a lesson involving an academic skill if a child begins to display some unseemly
individualism. The process of socialization takes vast amounts of time, and immediate
instructional goals (such as the day's story reading) can be put aside if the teacher feels that
the children must be led to bring pressure on a child who is behaving inappropriately.209
Japanese teachers, according to Rohlen, are convinced that the less authority they
have to openly display, the better. According to him, Japanese preschool teachers have
more societal backing and faith in their own pedagogy than is the case with American
teachers. Rohlen suggests that because a Japanese teacher possesses confidence in the
worth of the social structure in which she functions, in the ability of the routines she is72
leading the children in and in her own society-granted authority to shape the students in her
care, the process of creating a well-run classroom and producing group oriented children is
a steady and sure one.210
Because Japanese teachers have parental backing for their actions, they are relatively
free of parental censure for mishaps that might occur at school. Japanese parents seem to
trust teachers and to tolerate a higher level of injury than Americans do.211 Also, because
class sizes are so big and because of the teachers' desires that children look after each other,
children are left in large and small groups in the classroom to romp, utterly unsupervised
by adults, and to handle, with minimal adult supervision, tools like scissors and
hammers.212 Japanese teachers take a relaxed attitude (startlingly so by American
standards) toward physical dangers and, when told that children are throwing rocks, for
instance, a Japanese preschool teacher probably would suggest to the children worried by
this behavior to go back and tell the rock throwers that such behavior is dangerous.213
This is an example of the tendency of Japanese preschool teachers to avoid
intervention in disputes among children. Japanese teachers, as a rule, do not intervene in
situations where an American teacher almost certainly would.214 The difference between
an American teacher and a Japanese can be seen in the action an American teacher would
probably take to stop a fight involving fisticuffs between children. A Japanese teacher
would either not intervene at all or might even urge on the combatants or step in only at the
point where there is a compelling need to do so in order to prevent serious injury. The
Japanese teacher does not want to interfere in the process of group building, in which she
hopes the children will take the lead. The goal is to get the children involved in whatever
might be disrupting group harmony and to take action to set things right in a team
effort.21573
This tendency of teachers sometimes actively to cheer on combatants is common in
Japanese preschools.216 The policy of non-intervention is believed by Japanese teachers
to lead to satisfactory, children-led settlements. Rohlen maintains that teachers regard
disputes as minor problems and believe that once children calm down they will realize that
they would be far better off in the good graces of their classmates than engaging in
violence. As Rohlen puts it,"...the assumption is, as the preschool teachers say, that
attaching to the group is pleasant and desirable."217 Two little boys flailing away at each
other may be allowed to do so in Japan for far longer than an American teacher would
allow, but eventually the group, whether subtly led by their teacher or acting on its own
initiative, will step in. Any problem is automatically the group's problem.218
Rohlen suggests that the way that a preschool teacher refrains from asserting
authority leads, in a characteristically Japanese way, to her acquisition of even more
authority because she is able to enlist the vast majority of the children in her efforts to
maintain the harmony of the whole.219 The same process characterizes Japanese society
as whole, where questioning authority can lead to the kind of isolation that Japanese are
socialized from an early age to fear.220
Thus, the preschool mothers of Allison's experience did not always like the
preschool world, but they did not openly confront the teachers who had such power over
their children, nor did they usually withdraw their children from school. Their fears that
their children would later have trouble adjusting to the rigors of the elementary school
regimen outweighed their unhappiness with some aspects of the kindergarten world. The
preschool mother and the child are both under pressure to conform to the teachers' dicta.
As Rohlen has it, teachers are almost coercive in enforcing the norms of the school and
conformity to the rules, and they shrewdly play on mothers' anxieties about their children
to enforce compliance.22174
Thus, teachers see their duty as twofold: training the children in the basics of group
living and monitoring parents to see that they maintain the school's expectations of the
children when the children are away from school. The preschool teacher plays a vital role
in the tempering of most Japanese citizens. As Rohlen points out, they are the first
instructors in what it takes to make it in Japanese society.222
Because of the desire, verging on compulsion, that Japanese parents have that their
children fit in (partially because bullying in the middle and high school years is gaining
public recognition in Japan, and children who do not fit in are targets of bullying), Japanese
parents seem resigned to allowing their children to endure the effects, physical and mental,
of fights at preschool, in the hope of toughening them up for later, possibly harsher
trials.223
As we have seen, Japanese teachers take physical altercations much more lightly
than do American teachers.224 Peak relates an incident in which a little boy, Satoru, is
allowed to roam around quite freely in the classroom, hitting his classmates at random,
including a hard blow to the face of a female classmate.225 The anecdote is relevant for
two reasons. First, it clearly shows the non-intervention technique of Japanese preschools.
Here we have a little boy who has hit a little girl in the face; yet, the teacher merely indicates
to the offender that his "friends" may not care for that. Second, it shows that the preschool
environment can be a stressful place and how much leeway Japanese teachers have. An
American parent visiting that classroom probably would have complained vociferously had
she seen her daughter being victimized and no action being taken. But Japanese parents
and teachers seem to accept that children must learn to deal with all kinds of people in the
world, including aggressive ones. Peak makes the point that hitting is not considered a
problem because peer pressure will stop it eventually.226 By contrast, a refusal by a child
to participate in a group activity is considered a far more serious transgression.22775
We have seen that Japanese preschool teachers and administrators share the same
primary goal of Japanese parents: the inculcation in young children of the idea that they
must learn to get along with their peers and not to expect adults to solve problems until the
children have made a good faith effort to do so themselves.228 Additionally, teachers see
their role as enforcers of Japanese cultural values both for the children and their parents.
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Concluding Remarks to This Section on the Group Ethos in Japanese
Preschool Education, Based on My Own Experiences as a Preschool
Teacher in Japan and in the United States
I agree with the basic premise of the authors I cite in this paper (Lewis, Peak,
Rohlen, Tobin et al.) that the Japanese preschool system stresses the group ethos over that
of individualism. I would like to conclude this section on the group ethos with some
comments based on my own experiences as a preschool teacher in the US and in Japan.
First, none of the authors seems to have spent an extended period with one group
of children. I spent a year working with one group of sixteen three-year-olds. Although I
was impressed by the skillful way the class was welded into a cohesive whole, I was
troubled by the fact that the children were virtually never recognized for individual
achievements, such as a particularly lovely painting or a well-kicked soccer ball on the
playground. I think the authors might have addressed more fully the possible
consequences of the constant stress in Japanese preschools on the greater good of the
group over the need for creativity of individual children.
Second, many of the authors comment on the long play periods Japanese preschool
children experience, but only Lewis suggests that there are real hazards in leaving children
in large groups to cavort unsupervised on the playground or in classrooms. I saw many
cuts, bruises and near concussions that could have been prevented had an adult been
present. There are times when children should not be left on their own.
Third, the many group activities (e.g., Sports Days, dance recitals, concerts, etc.) at
Japanese preschools involve months of preparation, and I routinely saw children reduced to
tears by the scoldings of teachers who demanded high levels of performance from young
children. There is a feeling of accomplishment engendered in many children after the mass78
events, but the stress involved for some children is not adequately addressed, except by
Anne Allison in her discussion of one mother's worries about her son's psyche under the
browbeating he received during a Sports Day preparation period.
Fourth, having witnessed blows children received full in the face while Japanese
teachers stood by, I am not convinced of the value of the "non-intervention" technique.
After all, in the adult world, we can call upon authority figures in the form of policemen
when assaulted. Lewis is quite right to question the validity of the argument that stoicism
in the face of a battering is necessarily to be expected of young children.229
Fifth, none of the authors seems to take into account that the method of letting
children solve problems may result in girls suffering a disproportionate level of abuse from
aggressive classmates. As we saw in the incident involving the boy, Satoru, a little girl has
been hit in the face. She is being socialized, to a dismaying degree, to passively accept
such treatment and learning that the teacher will not defend her. Some might argue that she
will learn to respond in kind but, realistically, such behavior from a female in Japan would
be frowned upon by teachers. Therefore, in the absence of adult intervention, girls are likely
to be conditioned to appease tormentors.
Sixth, although all of the authors I cite discuss the supposedly non-authoritarian
aspects of Japanese preschool life, I saw such actions from teachers towards children as:
sharp slaps on forearms; tirades; hard knocks on the head of only slightly fidgety children
with the palm of the teacher's hand, knuckles or a cloth cap and so on. I saw children
thrust into cold pools they were afraid to jump into themselves and others left to cry in their
underwear on a cold day because they did not enjoy a body painting activity that most of
their classmates did. The starker aspects of the Japanese preschool system are largely
ignored in the scholarship on the subject. I am concerned that Americans who read these79
books and articles will get an excessively rosy view of what actually occurs in Japanese
preschools.
Seventh, I think the authors play down the true role of the teacher in setting group
norms. In our classroom, the children were certainly encouraged to help enforce the rules,
but the rules came from our head teacher, Yayoi-sensei, and did not magically bubble up
from the children.
In sum, the literature on the subject of Japanese preschool does make a convincing
case that the group ethos and its acceptance by children are the goals of the adults who
shape educational polices. But the consequences for children who attend preschools in
terms of physical safety, individual fulfillment and creative development are not adequately
addressed.
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Conclusion
We have seen in this paper that government at many levels plays an important part
in Japanese preschool education (e.g., funding, licensing of facilities, teacher education
requirements). We have seen, too, that the group ethos is the main objective of Japanese
preschool education throughout the extensive preschool system of kindergartens and day
care centers. We have seen that reform is in the air as leading politicians, who are in
positions to push change forward, have indicated that the group ethos may no longer be
serving the nation as whole, but that more creativity is needed if Japan is to remain a
prosperous country. We have seen, too, that past attempts at reform have been stymied by
vested interests within the powerful bureaucracy and among interest groups that are notable
features of the Japanese political system. Therefore, social scientists who follow Japanese
politics would do well to keep an eye on the question of change in the preschool system
because preschools reflect the ethos of contemporary Japanese society, and it is there that
the Japanese of the next century are being formed. Preschools are an excellent place for
scholars in various disciplines (anthropology, political science, economics) to examine both
change and stasis in Japan.81
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